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Lines Composed in Line at the DMV
by Richard Campbell
I. Obligatory Turgid Introduction
Even the trenches along the Somme 
those hell-pits of mud, lice, and death 
had their Wilfred Owen, who managed to 
render barbed-wire and gas attacks beautiful, 
before an artillery shell shredded his muse.
Where is the Tennyson of tedium,
the Elliot of ennui, who will speak for us?
Who will tell our footsore tale?
II. So Real, You’ll Feel as Though You Were There!
This particular child, a little girl with one earring
and a red cap on, lies sweating in the stroller, gumming a crustless sandwich.
She is not crying, which makes her,
a bit unusual, the only one, in fact,
among the 5 or 6 children
in my immediate vicinity
not currently wailing, working up to it,
or in the winding-down, hiccupy stage,
as we, sad denizens of the driver’s license line,
shift from foot to foot, or rock onto our toes, then back on the heels,
then over to the sides. We wind across
the molten asphalt of the parking lot,
until we can lean against the squat building itself.
We are a simmering, misshapen, multicultural stew,
not some smoothly melted cheese fondue, and the child’s mother,
dressed in a fishnet top with
CAMEL written across her breast,
with no apparent memory of her own childhood,
berates the toddler for God knows what
(not crying like the other children?) in shrill Spanish,
while in front of me, a group of Southeast Asians
chatter in a language that, to my ears, sounds like birdcalls.
A car alarm starts in the parking lot,
one that cycles through a series of a dozen
or so sirens, shrieks, whistles, ricochets,
repeating each sound once,
like some hideous techno-mockingbird.
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III. The Unbearable Dreariness of Waiting
We finally inch into the comparative cool of the inside, 
in this, the Space Mountain of 
bureaucracy, but instead of
a thrill nde through the dark, our reward is to amuse ourselves watching 
the employees, inside their rectangular glass habitat, 
as they go about their characteristic, soporific motions.
A white man in a short-sleeved white shirt,
with a thin tie and thick mustache, clearly in charge,
stands in the middle of the exhibit,
staring vacantly into space. Once in a while,
he saunters to a new location,
careful to make
no sudden movements,
and there resumes his tireless vigil
of doing nothing, setting a
masterly example for the others.
IV. Your Narrator Breaks the Monotony with Rapier-like Wit!
I finally make it to the front, but the woman 
working the window, with exquisite timing, 
chooses this moment to get up, 
and as though moving through heavy brine, 
makes her way toward a rear door.
“For God’s sakes, slow down, you’re going to hurt somebody!”
I mock shout, to the amusement of the guy
behind me, a tall black man
wearing a thigh-length Bugs Bunny T-shirt.
“That’s where they keep the Quaaludes,” I 
knowingly explain to my English-speaking linemates, 
with whom I have formed, over these hours, 
a certain bond of sympathy and solidarity, 
having survived, together, the long ordeal.
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V. True Wisdom is Vouchshafed!
For two and one half hours, I have lived 
and breathed this tale, minutely observed 
my surroundings, eavesdropped on snippets 
of conversation in several languages, and 
made such connections 
as my poetic sensibilities would permit,
I have jotted notes furiously in a spiral steno pad, 
and edited them into this piece.
You have laughed, I trust, and perhaps
a few of you, dear readers, will admit to
having wiped a tear or two away;
but when all is said and done, the big sad truth is;
There is no poetry to be found at the DMV.
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